What is the problem and what is known about it so far?
Lumbar spinal stenosis (LSS) happens when there is narrowing of the space in the spinal canal (center of the spine) or the bony spaces in the spine where the nerves come out of the spinal cord. This narrowing puts pressure on the spinal cord or nerves, which can cause pain, numbness, or weakness of the lower back, thighs, and legs. Some patients have surgery to relieve the pressure on the nerves and spinal cord. Although there are nonsurgical treatments for LSS, such as physical therapy (PT), studies have not clearly shown whether these treatments have the same or different effects than surgery.
Why did the researchers do this particular study?
To compare the effects of surgery with PT for patients with LSS.
Who was studied?
169 patients who had LSS and were candidates for surgery; the patients consented to have surgery before they were invited to join the study.
How was the study done?
Patients with LSS were randomly assigned to have surgery or PT. The PT sessions were held twice a week for 6 weeks and included exercises to increase flexibility of the lower back and legs, leg strength, and knowledge about proper posture. The researchers evaluated the patients' physical function at 10 weeks, 6 months, 1 year, and 2 years.
What did the researchers find?
The PT and surgery groups had the same amount of improvement in physical function at 2 years. The most common complications in the surgery group were delayed wound healing, infection, and repeated surgery. In the PT group, the only complication reported was increased symptoms.
What were the limitations of the study? Some patients declined to join the study because they did not want to risk not having surgery. During the study, 57% of the patients who were assigned to the PT group crossed over to have surgery; 43% remained and did not have surgery. The study did not include a group that did not receive any treatment. Summaries for Patients are presented for informational purposes only. These summaries are not a substitute for advice from your own medical provider. If you have questions about this material, or need medical advice about your own health or situation, please contact your physician. The summaries may be reproduced for not-for-profit educational purposes only. Any other uses must be approved by the American College of Physicians.
What are the implications of the study?

